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Seeking to avoid reductive characterisations of either cultural studies or anthropology, I argue that a combination of approaches from both disciplines provides a richer interpretation than either may accomplish on its own. Scholars in cultural studies and anthropology have historically engaged in debate about the relative merits of each discipline's methodologies, particularly in research addressing Aboriginal Australia, but I argue that such debate distracts from the possibilities of interdisciplinary analysis. 5 With regard to the 'explorer' trees of northern Australia-marked by readable letters in the English alphabet, yet meaningful in other ways-I argue for an approach to interpretation that attends to textuality without attributing meaning solely to the 'writer' and 'reader' of the text, emphasising creative representations which make meanings proliferate. To do so, I
critique the textual tradition of 'reading' settler--colonial artefacts, and draw selectively from work in material culture. As Marilyn Strathern argues, the analytical separation of social and cultural contexts from material things including texts renders the study of such things somewhat superfluous as they can only function to illustrate the systems within which their significance is produced. 6 Similarly, the authors of a recent collection in material cultural analysis argue:
Rather than accepting that meanings are fundamentally separate from their material manifestations (signifier v. signified, word v. referent, etc), the aim is to explore the consequences of an apparently counter--intuitive possibility: that things might be treated as sui generis meanings. [emphasis in the original] 7 This approach offers an alternative practice to the textual tradition of 'reading' things. While this alternative practice presents challenges, it offers a way to bring methods from cultural studies and anthropology into conversation with each other around the richly symbolic-but also non--symbolic, non--representational-explorer trees of northern Australia. 8 
-BICENTENNIAL POLITICS AND THE OLD DEAD TREE OF AUSTRALIAN NATIONALISM
Across the north of Australia, there is a constant summoning of the colonial past, particularly within touristic space; lots of cafés have little historical displays and there are explorer--themed inns in many towns. There is also a long--established tradition of exploration literature, going back to the romantic epistles of Ernestine [relating to non--Aboriginal people]. This is perhaps why, as a sense of historical injustice drove people in the 1960s to do the work of assembling Aboriginal histories, the revisionist backlash that followed it in the 1990s centred on Cook as a necessary and heroic redeemer of white centrality, if not superiority. 12 To support this argument, Muecke travels to a monument to Cook at Kurnell in southern Sydney and to the Captain Cook Motel in Cairns, contrasting his reading of these sites with the experience of touching a miniature souvenir model of the ship Endeavour. For Muecke, the truism that history is 'constructed' supports his own interpretative reading of these things (the Kurnell monument, the Captain Cook Motel, the souvenir of the Endeavour) as part of what he calls 'a negotiable world of heterogeneities' that provides a necessary counterpoint to the arguments of conservative 'historians' like former Australian prime minister John Howard. 13 Muecke particularly critiques the then--Liberal member of parliament for Cronulla, The belief that settler history needed to be sheltered and housed, to be made visible and given a physical presence, suggested that a people without a history were a people without a soul, a community without a shared memory. 17 McKenna ties this sense of fragility to what he calls 'a race to become "historic" in Australia, as if every park stump is a historical treasure'. Drawing on colonial archives relating to Bega Shire in New South Wales, he argues that settlers sought to distance themselves quickly from the early colonial period to replace 'the "darkness" of thousands of years of Aboriginal occupation … with a new creation story'. 18 northern Australia to suggest all sorts of things other than and even contrary to their apparently intentional purpose. 23 As such, it is flawed to interpret displays like those in the Borroloola museum using overly deterministic analyses in line with Althusserian orthodoxy about the interpellation of subjects in support of dominant ideological regimes. Instead, the interpretation of things like the Leichhardt tree requires a broadly interdisciplinary approach to the study of culture; one that goes beyond the notion of culture as text or an ensemble of texts that can be read by the analyst 'over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong' (as Geertz puts it) to consider text as something arising from and referring to cultural practices. 24 Utilising anthropological methodologies, such cultural practices may be studied ethnographically. 25 However, through the interpretation of objects like these explorer trees I suggest that such things continue to produce new meanings through the interaction of all the functions of the text, including the 'reader' and the 'writer', as well as the materiality of the medium itself. While I resile from attempts to ascribe agency-if not intention-to material objects, the study of the relations between humans and things in science and technology studies, and actor network theory, is relevant to the analysis of such meaning--making. 26 The productivity of this kind of theory is evident when interpreting the Landsborough tree at Burketown at Burketown and the Gregory tree (or trees) near Timber Creek, for which understandings of corporality, materiality and sociality are required. The importance of marking trees cannot be overrated. The marks should only be made on strong, healthy trees, and at conspicuous points; and the directions should be unmistakeably clear and accurate. 28 True to his stated instructions, Landsborough left a trail of blazed trees from the Albert River to the Warrego River during his 1862 expedition, thereby describing a practical route for overlanding stock to western and northwest Queensland later followed by pastoralists in the frenzied land rush that occurred after the publication of Landsborough's account. 29 When I arrived at the site of the tree outside Us older people are upset … Our ancestors adopted those people into this area, into the Aboriginal tribe. My old Dad he wanted to include them … Those explorers Burke and Wills or whoever it was, Landsborough, he brought that tree from England.
That tree was in fact a Coolibah, in many respects an icon of Australia's native environment, beneath which the jolly swagman sat in the folk song 'Waltzing Matilda'. But here in this elderly woman's narrative it is transformed into something else: a tree from England, but a welcome one, one that took root in the Burketown soil, where it was drawn into Aboriginal cultural landscapes as well as non--Aboriginal ones. More straightforwardly racialised interpretations of this event and the symbolism of this tree exist in Burketown and the broader Gulf region, but research that resists such simplistic interpretations produces a far richer account, highlighting hidden complexities as well as ambiguities. 2 Leichhardt disappeared somewhere in the centre of the continent on his third expedition in 1848. As a result, much interest has historically been shown in trees marked with the letter 'L' as a guide to the explorer's probable route on that expedition. Some debate continues as to which trees were actually marked by Leichhardt during these expeditions and which were marked by other explorers including George de la Tour and William Landsborough (who both also used an 'L'). I refer to this 'L' tree as a 'Leichhardt' tree throughout this article because that is how it is presented in the Borroloola Museum. 
